The cartoonish, anti-Christian version of Western history has been out of favor with professional historians for some time, but it still shapes our perceptions and our language, much as Freudianism does. Even skeptics of Freud, for instance, still find it difficult to avoid referring to the superego, the subconscious, and oral fixations. Similarly, historians still find it hard to describe the West without blaming Christianity for everything from slavery to witch hunts.
Stark does not just tweak but flatly challenges the official story in almost all of its particulars. In this book, only the latest of several on related themes, Stark focuses not on Christianity generically but on the way in which Christianity nurtured faith in reason and progress. As Stark puts it:
[T]he rise of the West was based on four primary victories of reason. The first was the development of faith in progress within Christian theology. The second victory was the way that faith in progress translated into technical and organizational innovations, many of them fostered by monastic estates. The third was that, thanks to Christian theology, reason informed both political philosophy and practice to the extent that responsive states, sustaining a substantial degree of personal freedom, appeared in medieval Europe. The final victory involved the application of reason to commerce, resulting in the development of capitalism within the safe havens provided by responsive states (xiii).
Of special significance, Stark identifies the development of systematic theology, formal reasoning about God, in Christianity. He argues that such intellectual exercises were not trivial but led, eventually, to quite tangible social success.
To defend his thesis, Stark spends much of his time describing the profound cultural and technological innovations that emerged in the so-called Dark Ages. Water mills, wind mills, horse collars and shoes, wheeled plows, chimneys, eyeglasses, clocks, stirrups, the magnetic compass, and many other inventions find their origins in the Dark Ages. Similarly, education and capitalism emerged not with the Reformation or the Enlightenment but in medieval monasteries. Finance and banking emerged first in northern Italy's city states centuries before Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to the Wittenberg door.
Woolen cloth first brought capitalism to northern Europe, and capitalism continued to prosper there after it was repressed by despots in southern Europe. At this point, Protestantism rightly enters the story. Because much of the north became Protestant, however, it was easy for historians to associate capitalism with Protestantism and anticapitalism with Catholicism. Stark thinks this is a mistake and spends the last two chapters of his book explaining why the colonies of the New World had such different fates. For Stark, the Catholic-Protestant divide was less significant than the difference between the Spanish and British colonial outlook. Spain was given to despotism, while Britain was, by comparison, much more liberal. Therefore, the ways in which these powers built empires were profoundly different. "The British colonies were founded on production," Stark writes, "the Spanish colonies on extraction." Such extraction propped up the Spanish dynasty for a while, but it failed to create wealth. Not surpris-ingly, it eventually failed and left the Spanish colonies in political and economic disarray. The former British colonies, in contrast, have largely succeeded.
Stark ends by arguing that nations that protect property rights, individual freedom, and freedom of religion-such as the United States-actually encourage greater religiosity, than do those countries-like much of Europe-that have state churches and less regard for private property and individual rights.
Stark intends his thesis to be provocative. His book has been criticized for lacking the nuance appropriate to a study of history. If his argument has one main problem, it is in identifying Christianity's faith in reason as the deciding factor. He would have been on safer ground arguing that the core Christian package, intermingled with classical sources, was responsible for the success of the West. Faith in progress and reason are only part of the story. Stark would probably agree, however, because he argues as much in his previous books, such as For the Glory of God, One True God, and The Rise of Christianity. The Victory of Reason, then, seems more balanced if read in light of these previous works. Besides, when trying to pierce a calcified mythology, it is often best to use a sharp spear.
-Jay W. Richards The first six chapters discuss the general issues of trust in relationship to small businesses and the manner in which social scientists examine this issue empirically. The next six chapters examine the former communist societies of central and Eastern Europe as well as countries from the former Soviet Union. In all cases, the time period empirically examined is more than a decade after these societies started the transition to
